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Subpart A—General

§921.1 Mission, goals and general pro-
visions.

(a) The mission of the National Estu-
arine Research Reserve Program is the
establishment and management,
through Federal-state cooperation, of a
national system (National Estuarine
Research Reserve System or System)
of estuarine research reserves (Na-
tional Estuarine Research Reserves or
Reserves) representative of the various
regions and estuarine types in the
United States. National Estuarine Re-
search Reserves are established to pro-
vide opportunities for long-term re-
search, education, and interpretation.

(b) The goals of the Program are to:

(1) Ensure a stable environment for
research through long-term protection
of National Estuarine Research Re-
serve resources;

(2) Address coastal management
issues identified as significant through
coordinated estuarine research within
the System;
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(3) Enhance public awareness and un-
derstanding of estuarine areas and pro-
vide suitable opportunities for public
education and interpretation;

(4) Promote Federal, state, public
and private use of one or more Re-
serves within the System when such
entities conduct estuarine research;
and

(6) Conduct and coordinate estuarine
research within the System, gathering
and making available information nec-
essary for improved understanding and
management of estuarine areas.

(c) National Estuarine Research Re-
serves shall be open to the public to
the extent permitted under state and
Federal law. Multiple uses are allowed
to the degree compatible with each Re-
serve’s overall purpose as provided in
the management plan (see §921.13) and
consistent with paragraphs (a) and (b)
of this section. Use levels are set by
the state where the Reserve is located
and analyzed in the management plan.
The Reserve management plan shall
describe the uses and establish prior-
ities among these uses. The plan shall
identify uses requiring a state permit,
as well as areas where uses are encour-
aged or prohibited. Consistent with re-
source protection and research objec-
tives, public access and use may be re-
stricted to certain areas or components
within a Reserve.

(d) Habitat manipulation for research
purposes is allowed consistent with the
following limitations. Manipulative re-
search activities must be specified in
the management plan, be consistent
with the mission and goals of the pro-
gram (see paragraphs (a) and (b) of this
section) and the goals and objectives
set forth in the Reserve’s management
plan, and be limited in nature and ex-
tent to the minimum manipulative ac-
tivity necessary to accomplish the
stated research objective. Manipulative
research activities with a significant or
long-term impact on Reserve resources
require the prior approval of the state
and the National Oceanic and Atmos-
pheric Administration (NOAA). Ma-
nipulative research activities which
can reasonably be expected to have a
significant adverse impact on the estu-
arine resources and habitat of a Re-
serve, such that the activities them-
selves or their resulting short- and
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long-term consequences compromise
the representative character and integ-
rity of a Reserve, are prohibited. Habi-
tat manipulation for resource manage-
ment purposes is prohibited except as
specifically approved by NOAA as: (1) A
restoration activity consistent with
paragraph (e) of this section; or (2) an
activity necessary for the protection of
public health or the preservation of
other sensitive resources which have
been listed or are eligible for protec-
tion under relevant Federal or state
authority (e.g., threatened/endangered
species or significant historical or cul-
tural resources) or if the manipulative
activity is a long-term pre-existing use
(i.e., has occurred prior to designation)
occurring in a buffer area. If habitat
manipulation is determined to be nec-
essary for the protection of public
health, the preservation of sensitive re-
sources, or if the manipulation is a
long-term pre-existing use in a buffer
area, then these activities shall be
specified in the Reserve management
plan in accordance with §921.13(a)(10)
and shall be limited to the reasonable
alternative which has the least adverse
and shortest term impact on the rep-
resentative and ecological integrity of
the Reserve.

(e) Under the Act an area may be des-
ignated as an estuarine Reserve only if
the area is a representative estuarine
ecosystem that is suitable for long-
term research. Many estuarine areas
have undergone some ecological change
as a result of human activities (e.g.,
hydrological changes, intentional/unin-
tentional species composition
changes—introduced and exotic spe-
cies). In those areas proposed or des-
ignated as National Estuarine Re-
search Reserves, such changes may
have diminished the representative
character and integrity of the site. Al-
though restoration of degraded areas is
not a primary purpose of the System,
such activities may be permitted to
improve the representative character
and integrity of a Reserve. Restoration
activities must be carefully planned
and approved by NOAA through the Re-
serve management plan. Historical re-
search may be necessary to determine
the ‘“‘natural” representative state of
an estuarine area (i.e., an estuarine
ecosystem minimally affected by
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§921.2

human activity or influence). Fre-
quently, restoration of a degraded estu-
arine area will provide an excellent op-
portunity for management oriented re-
search.

(f) NOAA may provide financial as-
sistance to coastal states, not to ex-
ceed, per Reserve, 50 percent of all ac-
tual costs or $5 million whichever
amount is less, to assist in the acquisi-
tion of land and waters, or interests
therein. NOAA may provide financial
assistance to coastal states not to ex-
ceed 70 percent of all actual costs for
the management and operation of, the
development and construction of facili-
ties, and the conduct of educational or
interpretive activities concerning Re-
serves (see subpart I). NOAA may pro-
vide financial assistance to any coastal
state or public or private person, not to
exceed 70 percent of all actual costs, to
support research and monitoring with-
in a Reserve. Notwithstanding any fi-
nancial assistance limits established
by this Part, when financial assistance
is provided from amounts recovered as
a result of damage to natural resources
located in the coastal zone, such assist-
ance may be used to pay 100 percent of
all actual costs of activities carrier out
with this assistance, as long as such
funds are available. Predesignation, ac-
quisition and development, operation
and management, special research and
monitoring, and special education and
interpretation awards are available
under the National Estuarine Reserve
Program. Predesignation awards are
for site selection/feasibility, draft man-
agement plan preparation and conduct
of basic characterization studies. Ac-
quisition and development awards are
intended primarily for acquisition of
interests in land, facility construction
and to develop and/or upgrade research,
monitoring and education programs.
Operation and management awards
provide funds to assist in imple-
menting, operating and managing the
administrative, and basic research,
monitoring and education programs,
outlined in the Reserve management
plan. Special research and monitoring
awards provide funds to conduct estua-
rine research and monitoring projects
with the System. Special educational
and interpretive awards provide funds
to conduct estuarine educational and
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interpretive projects within the Sys-
tem.

(g) Lands already in protected status
managed by other Federal agencies,
state or local governments, or private
organizations may be included within
National Estuarine Research Reserves
only if the managing entity commits
to long-term management consistent
with paragraphs (d) and (e) of this sec-
tion in the Reserve management plan.
Federal lands already in protected sta-
tus may not comprise a majority of the
key land and water areas of a Reserve
(see §921.11(c)(3)).

(h) To assist the states in carrying
out the Program’s goals in an effective
manner, NOAA will coordinate a re-
search and education information ex-
change throughout the National Estua-
rine Research Reserve System. As part
of this role, NOAA will ensure that in-
formation and ideas from one Reserve
are made available to others in the
System. The network will enable Re-
serves to exchange information and re-
search data with each other, with uni-
versities engaged in estuarine research,
and with Federal, state, and local agen-
cies. NOAA’s objective is a system-wide
program of research and monitoring
capable of addressing the management
issues that affect long-term produc-
tivity of our Nation’s estuaries.

[68 FR 38215, July 15, 1993, as amended at 62
FR 12540, Mar. 17, 1997; 63 FR 26717, May 14,
1998]

§921.2 Definitions.

(a) Act means the Coastal Zone Man-
agement Act of 1972, as amended, 16
U.S.C. 1451 et seq.

(b) Assistant Administrator means the
Assistant Administrator for Ocean
Services and Coastal Zone Manage-
ment or delegee.

(c) Coastal state means a state of the
United States, in or bordering on, the
Atlantic, Pacific, or Arctic Ocean, the
Gulf of Mexico, Long Island Sound, or
one or more of the Great Lakes. For
the purposes of these regulations the
term also includes Puerto Rico, the
Virgin Islands, Guam, the Common-
wealth of the Northern Marianas Is-
lands, the Trust Territories of the Pa-
cific Islands, and American Samoa (see
16 U.S.C. 1453(4)).
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